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A major new television series highlights the wide-ranging work of the Natural 
History Museum in London. Nigel Williams reports.
Museum of lifeA new series by the BBC, filmed over 
18 months and presented by Jimmy 
Doherty, examines the pioneering 
work of some of the 300 scientists 
tending to, augmenting and exploiting 
the Natural History Museum’s 
collection of 70 million animals, 
plants, fossils and minerals. Doherty, 
a biologist himself, was a volunteer at 
the museum 10 years ago. “It changed 
the way I looked at the world for ever,” 
he says. The museum used to be 
clearly divided between its public and 
private activities. But with the opening 
of the new Darwin Centre there is 
growing opportunity for the public 
to observe some of the researchers’ 
work and the series aims to do that.
New techniques, such as DNA 
fingerprinting, have opened up new opportunities to study the 
links between different species and 
growing concern about the loss of 
biodiversity has made the museum’s 
collection all the more important.
The Victorians’ wonder at the 
miracles of nature, and their hunger 
to conquer foreign lands, has 
long made species hunting seem 
an anachronistic endeavour. The 
discovery and naming of things 
subsequently faded in the public 
imagination but now there is 
increasing interest in the finds of 
current expeditions that report new 
species and renewed interest in the 
value of the museum collections.
The museum is truly vast and 
Doherty is taken once again behind 
the public face by Richard Fortey, one of the best-known of the museum’s 
scientists. Now retired, he continues 
to carry our research, but can still 
get lost in the labyrinth of corridors. 
Fortey wrote an affectionate account 
of the museum published a couple of 
years ago — Dry Store No 1 — that 
no doubt helped to raise the public 
profile of the work of researchers at 
the museum.
And their work is gaining increasing 
importance from the growing 
awareness that, while species are 
being lost, vast numbers are still 
undescribed by science. Recent 
expeditions have revealed dramatic 
findings — from the filming of a 
Sundaland clouded leopard in Borneo, 
to the discovery in the Philippines 
of a pitcher plant so large it can 
devour rats. 
Scientists estimate there are 
between 8 and 10 million species, Insights: Television presenter Jimmy Doherty explores the behind the scenes work of the Natural History Museum in London. (Photo: BBC.)
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far only around 1.5 million of them 
have been classified. Last summer, 
a mysterious new insect was even 
found in the gardens of the museum. 
Species-hunting scientists are 
desperate to document the diversity 
of the world as species become 
increasingly endangered.
The first programme describes 
painstaking care researchers take 
over the collection. Delicate work was 
needed to make a rubber mould of 
the Archeopteryx fossil — one of the 
museum’s most iconic specimens — 
so that other museums could have 
copies. But staff at the museum are 
involved in many projects outside the 
museum.
The programme described work 
in Mauritius, an island once rich in 
ebony forest and now infamous for 
the extinction of its dodos and giant 
tortoises. Much of the landscape 
is now occupied by sugar cane 
monoculture. Conservationists 
have tried to replant areas of ebony 
forest, though with little success. 
But researchers discovered a 
water hole within the sugar cane 
plantations that contained masses 
of bones. With help from museum 
researchers, the bones were identified 
as mostly coming from the extinct 
giant tortoises, by reference to 
the specimens held in London. So 
researchers considered that the 
tortoises may have had an important 
role in the ecology of the original 
ebony forest. They therefore imported 
some tortoises from neighbouring 
Aldabra onto a small island off 
Mauritius to see if they could help 
restore ebony forest. And indeed, 
they seem to be a major factor. 
Ebony seeds eaten by tortoises and 
passed through in the faeces appear 
to germinate much more readily. Also 
the tortoises do not feed on the young 
saplings but prefer more mature 
vegetation, leaving the new trees 
to grow.
In another project reported much 
closer to home, museum researchers 
have been involved with local 
researchers in Kent, in south-east 
England, to determine mosquito 
species. Rather worryingly, they 
confirmed that species of Anopheles 
mosquitoes caught sheltering during 
the daytime in an old second-world-
war bunkers were among those 
capable of carrying the malaria 
parasite. With the increase in tropical Precious: Scott Moore-Faye, of the Palaeontology Conservation Unit at the museum, grinds 
stone away from a 400 million year old fossil using tools. (Photo: BBC.)travel and cases of malaria being 
reported in travellers returning to 
temperate countries, the discovery 
raises the alarm that the disease 
might reappear here.
David Attenborough, the veteran 
television broadcaster, described the 
museum as “one of the great places of 
natural history in the world.” And while 
the museum’s collections are being 
exploited for many new research 
issues, he sounded a gloomy note 
at a meeting last month that could see it as the repository of increasing 
numbers of endangered or extinct 
species.
He told an international meeting 
on butterfly research that the loss 
of numbers of many species, long 
a concern in Britain, has now 
become a global problem, with 
species disappearing on every 
continent. Some more of the 
museum’s collection may now be 
becoming important for worrying 
reasons.
